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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the potential for enhancing the 
ef f ec t iveness of young children's early learning experiences as a 
consequence of a genuine collaboration between researchers and 
teachers. An 18-month fieldwork period involved a critical analysis 
and evaluation of the relationship between 4-year-old children and 
teachers in effective early learning. The study took place in 
Birmingham, England, where all children are admitted to school at 4 
years of age. The fieldwork was compiled of two independent yet 
interdependent components: (l) empirical research; and (2) action 

research. Empirical data were gathered from four schools through 
practitioner (teacher) documentation, interviews and discussions with 
children, and systematic observation. Analysis of the empirical 
research provided an essential foundation for the collaborative 
action research period, which involved working with teachers in 
examining early learning experiences, maximizing professional 
potential, and examining the teacher-researcher relationship. The 
study illustrated the productive role of this relationship in 
enhancing the ef f ec t iveness of the early learning and emotional 
well-being of young children. Results implied that the positive 
consequences of child development are dependent on the elevated 
learning and well-being experienced by the teachers and researchers. 
Interim analysis indicated that those teachers who strive toward 
their optimum level of learning and well-being are in the most 
appropriate position to provide children with the best possible 
experiences . (Author/BGC) 
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A Summary 

This paper explores the potential of enhancing the effectiveness of the early learning 
experiences of young children, as a consequence of a genuine collaboration between 
researchers and teachers. The content extends from an eighteen month fieldwork 
period. This involved a critical analysis and evaluation of the relationship between 
four year old children and teachers in effective early learning. The study took place in 
Birmingham, UK. where all children are admitted to school at four years old. The 
fieldwork was compiled of two independent yet interdependent components. 

0 Empirical research (January 1995 - July 1995 ) 

0 Action research (September 1995 - July 1996) 

Analysis of the empirical research (Mould 1995) provided an essential foundation for 
the collaborative action research period. The nature of the sequential study provides 
the main focus for this paper. 

The study has illustrated the productive role of the researcher - teacher relationship in 
enhancing the effectiveness of the early learning and emotional well being of young 
children. Results imply that the positive consequence of this development has been 
dependent on the experience of elevated learning and well being expressed by the 
teachers and researcher. Interim analysis indicates that those teachers who strive 
toward their optimum levels of ‘learning and well being’ are in the most appropriate 
position to provide children with the ‘the best possible’ experiences. 
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The Influence of Researcher - Teacher Collaboration 
on the Effectiveness of the Early Learning of 
Four Year Olds in Schools in England 

Introduction 

The atmosphere prevailing many early years’ staff rooms in the United Kingdom is 
currently one of discontent, disillusionment and despair. ‘Failure and exhaustion’ 
were recently referred to as teachers’ ‘ever present companions’ (Brighouse 1996 
p.63). Locating the source of these feelings of professional fatigue and inadequacy 
does not require a high level of investigation. Derogatory stories of “intellectually 
shoddy’ teaching 1 ’ frequently litter the headlines. The Chief Inspector of Education" 
appears to bask in the media attention gained from publicly assassinating the teaching 
profession. 

Practitioners are feeling demoralised, ‘ it is devastating to have your work 

diminished as ‘unsatisfactory’ they are wrong if they believe that this will 



help teachers improve [this] kind of devastating 

judgement destroys confidence and humiliates. It produces worse 



teachers rather than better ones. 11 ” 

People do not improve when they are made to feel ‘unsatisfactory’. Sir Moser (1996 
p.68) highlights that ‘No profession can expect to attain or retain high motivation if it 
is constantly run down in public’ Criticism will not bring development. Professor 

Brighouse ( 1 996 p.63) stresses that ‘ talking the system down publicly is not the 

best way to induce the confidence we need to transform standards of educational 
achievements upwards...’ 

Mr Woodhead’s condemning allegations are in fact deceptive. Sir Moser (1996 p.62) 
draws our attention to the statement that ‘15,000 teachers are so poor they should be 

sacked’ He observes that this ‘ figure amounts to under four percent of the 

profession’. Considered from a broader professional perspective this signifies a highly 
productive workforce. Surely practitioners deserve congratulations rather than 
condemnation. 
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These considerations are not meant to vindicate a state of educational complacency. 
Experts are continually addressing valid developmental issues that warrant urgent 
attention. Unfortunately many of these rigorous research initiatives remain under 
funded and unheard. In a recent address to the Royal Society of Arts, Sir Moser (1996 
p.60) discussed the content of his 1990 Presidential Address to the British Association 

for the Advancement of Science, ‘ I illustrated our educational situation with 

the hardest facts available. These facts shocked me, showing that in many respects 
our educational system was inadequate for millions of youngsters. I proposed a Royal 
Commission but that was at once rejected by the Thatcher Government. One reason 
given was that we were fast becoming one of the best educational systems anywhere’ 
This misleading political claim contrasted dramatically with the distressing, yet 
accurate, conclusion that, ‘Britain was in danger of becoming one of the least 
educated of all the advanced nations - with serious consequences for our future, 
socially, economically and culturally’ (Moser 1996 p.61) 

Six years on, with the knowledge that the United Kingdom can not boast ‘one of the 
best education systems anywhere’, our attention must focus on how the 
‘inadequacies’ of our education system can be minimised. 



Professor Brighouse (1996 p.65) expresses the need for ‘ a much more success 

orientated system’. He recommends the implementation of '..self-reviewing, 
externally moderated accreditation’. This would enable practitioners and external 
experts to analyse ‘failure within our system and suggest simple ways in which it may 
be removed’. An approach of collaboration rather than competition could be adopted 
so that everyone is provided with an opportunity to ‘Improve from previous best’ 
(Brighouse 1995). It is from this perspective that my study developed. The 
collaboration advocated being researcher - practitioner partnership. 

An exploration of the potential of enhancing the effectiveness of the early learning 
experiences of young children, as a consequence of a genuine collaboration between 
the researcher and the teacher, provides an integral element of my research 
hypothesis. 




Key Points: 

* The morale of many of the teachers in the UK is presently very low 

* Criticism does not bring improvements 

* The significance of over development stemming from collaboration rather than competition 
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Research Outline 

A fundamental aim of the study has been to critically analyse, evaluate, and enhance 
the relationship between four year old children and teachers in effective early 
learning. The study took place in Birmingham, UK. where all children are admitted to 
school at four years old lv . The fieldwork was compiled of two independent yet 
interdependent components.[Sce Table i| 



• Empirical research January 1995 - July 1995 

• Action research September 1995 - July 1996 

Tabic I 



The empirical analysis (Mould 1995) provided an essential foundation for an eleven 
month collaborative action research period. A consideration of the nature of the 
sequential study provides the main content for this paper. 

Data has been gathered from four schools that had participated in the empirical study. 
The participants represented a diverse geographical and socio-economical spread. The 
number of children in the classes varied in each of the research settings. The figures 
ranged from nineteen children on the register to thirty two'. The sample represented 
the rich diversity of four year olds’ learning environments and experiences in UK 
reception classes. 

This however was not the main criteria for selection. The schools were selected 
because the reception class teachers had shown an interest in extending the fieldwork 
collaboratively. The teachers were enthusiastic to utilise the study as a tool for 
personal and professional development. 

In addition to working with the four teachers, five ‘target children’ were chosen from 
each of the four schools. The teachers were responsible for selecting the sample of 
four year old children. In all cases the final selection actually depended on four year 
olds that were present on the day the fieldwork commenced. One teacher commented 
‘We may as well have said ‘ have the first five children that come through the door”. 
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